excruciating accuracy and infuriating elusiveness of this absolutely trite piece of sage advice. Determined to "do the right thing," he acts in a way that both he and almost everyone else will forever question and second-guess. In this appropriately cryptic manner, Lee suggests the fecundity and fragility of political action in a postmodern world.
Ifhis presidential address is anything to go by, Joel Handler ( 1992) would be unimpressed by this cinematic portrayal of the political activist's existential predicament. Whereas Lee accepts that the success of political action can never be underwritten, Handler craves the galvanizing security of a tried-and-true program for progressive revitalization. Indeed, Lee seems to go further and contend that there is no way of knowing whether the attempt to "do the right thing" might turn out to be another way to "do the wrong thing." All strategies are hazardous and all consequences are unpredictable : Much will depend on the informing context and precise timing of any particular intervention. In a postmodern way of thinking and acting, there are no self-evidently correct actions or easy answers, but only difficult choices and questions. Those, like
Handler, who want some theoretical assurances of progressive salvation before they embark on practical action are likely to be hamstrung by the fear of reactionary failure from taking the chance of transformative success. Because all options for action are fraught with risk, the noble dream of radical deliverance can too easily drift into the shameful sleep of comfortable quiescence.
In this essay, I want to suggest the error of Handler's ways by defending postmodernism as an effective and viable theoretical resource in a radical project of transformative politics. Contrary to
Handler's assertions that postmodern thinking sabotages any possibility of achieving a reliable program of progressive politics, I
intend to argue that there is no necessary contradiction between a continuing loyalty to a postmodern perspective and the practical implementation of a radical political agenda (Hunt 1990; Binder 1991) . Indeed, I maintain that postmodernism is the only critical resource that a progressive activist can have or want. Handler Accordingly, I will engage and respond to Handler's critique at both the theoretical and practical level. 2 In the first half of the essay, my purpose is to demonstrate that his plea for a "grandiose plan for a better society" (p. 719) cannot be sustained or answered; the postmodern critique has Handler's theoretical and political number .
In the second half of the essay, I adumbrate the practical consequences of adopting a postmodern perspective in the activist lives of progressive lawyers. In particular, I want to utilize
Handler's own earlier writings to contradict his claim that "it is not enough merely to challenge bourgeois hegemony: the Left must create a counter or alternative hegemony" (p. 722) and to sketch the possible direction of a non-hegemonic democratic politics. As such, my essay offers a preliminary meditation on what it might mean "to do the right thing" in a world in which notions of right and wrong are always contested and contestable. (West 1991:124-25;  see also West 1988 West , 1989 . By moving beyond the debilitating politics of abstraction and ahistoricality, postmodernism looks to create personal meaning and social knowledge in the situated particulars of embedded experience. The ambition is not to fix an all-encompassing Truth or Justice in a distant metaphysical realm, but to pay constant attention to the multiple truths and contextual details of engaged living (Harris 1990; Radin 1990 By abandoning the search to recover or fix a unified and pristine self, the hope is to empower subjects by making them individually aware of their capacity for self-(re)creation and their collective responsibility for establishing a mode of social life that multiplies the opportunities for transformative action. Postmodernism problematizes truth, individuals, agency, and collective action not to discard them from the radical vocabulary of progressive politics but to render them more immediately transformable and more politically useful. The tendency of Handler's critique is to reduce people to walk-on parts in an unfolding drama rather than expect them to be active citizens in their own struggle to define and achieve emancipation.
I. The Beginning of History?
Handler is right in thinking that postmodernism cannot guarantee a politics that will be uniformly progressive or whose practice will be consistently effective. But to think otherwise is to believe that the establishment of foundational truths is possible and could ground a radical political praxis. considering the possibilities of organizational response, one must be aware of both contingency and change. Today's solutions will not necessarily be recognizable tomorrow. . . . If we are to take the idea of discretion seriously, then each community must work toward the conditions of discretion in its own way according to its own particular circumstances. Policy, agencies, social groups, and individuals are fluid and subject to constant change. If we are to take individualism seriously, then we must live with uncertainty. (Handler 1986:10, 12, 15) As such, Handler's performance strikes all the right chords in the postmodern register. Abandoning the overweening rhetoric of rights, he concedes that "there are no fixed principles that chart a clear path;
[t]here are no laws of nature that will regulate our lives as we wish to lead them; [t] here are no simple truths that will explain the disorders and contingent change (Handler, . It is true that White's selected engagement between a welfare recipient and the state bureaucracy did not, as an inspired Handler might wish, "smash this sorry state of things entire and rebuild it closer to the heart's desire."
However, the outcome was not, as Handler said of other postmodern initiatives, "trivial and without political significance" (Handler, p. 714) .
It affected a few individual lives for the better in a tangible and immediate way that ought not to be underestimated. Of course, such parochial activism can fuel the centrifugal tendencies to fragmentation, isolation, and ephemerality. But while such engagement can detract from the nurturing of organizational solidarity and social alliances, they can also instill a hopeful sense of transformative potential for broader social renovation. Like charity, the best and only effective place to begin to change things is in the homely locations of where we live, work, and play.
As Handler implicitly accepted in Conditions of Discretion, but seems to reject explicitly now, the postmodern challenge is to move beyond the political stereotyping of traditional ideologies, the false lure of grand theorizing and one-dimensional narratives for transformative action. For instance, the choice is not between a wholesale adoption or outright rejection of rights talk as a vehicle for progressive change:
the categoric denial of rights talk is almost as bad as its categoric embrace. The fragmented and diverse terrain of modern society cannot be effectively mapped by traditional leftist or liberal interpretations, nor can such theoretical projections provide a viable or effective plan of transformative action. In the same way that it is no longer possible to invoke "material interests" or "class analysis"
as a decisive ploy in political argument, foreswearing engagement in any rights litigation at all is not a realistic or responsible tactic (see Hall & Jacques 1989) . Moreover , the answer is not, as some scholars seem to think, to rejig liberal rights talk in line with a more postmodern and progressive approach. They maintain that by junking the notion of rights as a set of fixed and abstract claims , this approach will revalorize the notion as a conversational discourse through which to establish a progressive community in the struggle for meaning (see Minow 1990; Trakman 1991) . The problem with such efforts is that they are cosmetic in character and remain foundationalist in orientation. They graft the insights of postmodernism onto a traditional version of rights talk but fail to change or disturb its basic workings and strategies. As such, they merely give the villain of the piece a fresh change of rhetorical threads and make too good a job of a democratic bad lot (see Hutchinson 1989 Hutchinson :563, 1991 Hutchinson , 1992 .
Like the abstract instincts of liberalism and rights talk, the politics of class struggle can fail to respect sufficiently differences of race and gender in its totalizing march to social justice. Of course, there is no need to abandon efforts to understand the ways in which power and truth remain centralized and congealed with structures of material interests. While it is naive to suggest that relations of domination are not inscribed within material practices, it is equally troubling to insist that all forms of domination are entirely reducible to class conflict. Totalizing politics are unrealistic and unrealizable . Grass-roots engagement is better able to grasp and transform the complex and diverse intersecting forms of oppression.
Sexism and racism might be global in existence and sweep, but their dynamism is local in operation and effect. Oppression is universal, but its modalities are particular .
Postmodern lawyers and their clients must studiously ensure that they do not become only actors in others' stultifying scripts of social enlightenment and political empowerment. There is no one true story to tell or enact, all claims to knowledge must be tentative and provisional, and the sites for transformative advocacy must remain multiple and dynamic. Under a postmodern attachment, the details and priorities of an activist program must be the continuing subject of healthy debate, respectful disagreement, and continual reappraisal. To "do the right thing" is a fluctuating and unfinished duty that is always fraught with risk: it is not a blanket To make a new world you have to start with an old one, certainly.
To find a world, maybe you have to have lost one. Maybe you have to be lost. The dance of renewal, the dance that made the world, was always danced here at the edge of things, on the brink, on the foggy coast. (Le Guin 1989:48) 
Notes
Many thanks to Harry Glasbeek, Pam Carpenter, Brenda Cossman, Lynda Covello, and Rose Della Rocca for comments and support. I Lee 1989 . Like all Lee's films, Do The Right Thing is controversial in society at large and within the African-American community. In particular, it has been strongly criticized for its depiction of black sexuality. See Wallace 1990:100-110; hooks 1992:75 & 102. 
